TURKMENI STAN

TURKMENISTAN
Capital: Ashgabat Inflation: 20%
GDP per capita: $537 Unemployment: n/a
Population: 4,800,000 Foreign Direct Investment: $100,000,000

OVERALL RATING 6.0

The NGO sector in Turknenistan continues to be the weakest in the
former Soviet Union. According to the database kept by the Coun-
terpart Consortium there are approxinmately 200 registered NGOs
and unregistered “ initiative groups” in Turknmenistan at pres-
ent. Since registration is the major problemfor |ocal NGOs, nany
work on an unregistered basis. The national governnent renains
| argely unsupportive and often tinmes hostile towards NGOs, view
ing themas a threat to order and stability in the country. There
is no evidence that any NGOs have been able to register as “ pub-
lic organizations” during the past two years, although 10 or-
gani zations were able to register as comercial structures in the
past year. This reflects the government’s broad suspicion of the
NGO sector. For the first tinme in three years, the Mnistry of
Justice began to provide witten explanations for refusing NGOs
regi stration. This acknow edgnment of the right of a group to know
why its registration was refused
may be interpreted as a small step
t owar ds t ransparency. However,
nost observers believe that the |-
governnment will continue to reject »
applications until a new law on
public organizations is adopted,
which is not anticipated to happen |4
soon. 5
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The only organi zations officially
recogni zed and actively supported |7
by the governnent are quasi-
governmental NGOs, such as the Union of Wnen, the Union of Vet-
erans, the Union of Youth, and the Trade Union. Environnental
NGOs are probably the strongest in Turknenistan. Historically,
they were the first to agitate for government accountability in
the md- to late-1980s. Wile based anong intellectuals and dis-
proportionately Russian in ethnicity, many ecol ogi cal groups have
beconme nore involved in grassroots work within comunities in re-
cent years. In addition, environmental activism attracts sone
participation from government officials, both forner and active.
Social NGOs and groups working with disabled people are also ac-
tive. Cvil society also represents a vibrant arena for wonen’s
participation. Approximately 80 to 90% of Turknenistani NGOs are
led by wonen, and a great nunber of NGOs and initiative groups
are conprised of female staffs. Many of the program activities of
t hese groups target wonen and their specific needs.
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In some cases, NGOs are willing to advocate for their constituen-

cies’ needs. However, the political

envi ronment precludes politi-

cal | obbying or advocacy at the national |evel. Furthernore, NGOs
have not been allowed to participate in the process of drafting

new NGO | egi sl ati on.

NG>s continue to be financially dependent on international do-
nors. Since 1997, however, there has been a nmarked differentia-
tion of international funding sources for Turknenistani NGCs.
VWhereas in 1997, only one organi zati on provi ded grant assistance,

there are now 10. Meanwhil e,

the inability to register prevents

NGOs from undertaking any official activities, including fund
raising and income generation activities. In this respect, tech-
ni cal assi stance provided by donors and through internediary sup-
port organizations is very inportant. Questions renain, however,

as to whether Turknen NGOs wil |

be able to mature and grow in the

absence of government recognition and registration.

Most NGOs in the country remain small and have very small nenber-
ship bases, limted conmmunity outreach, and poor networking and
coalition-building skills. As a result, the NG sector is stil

margi nal in Turknenistani society.

In addition, npbst NGOs con-

tinue to be run by strong personalities rather than through de-
centralized and denocratic structures of organizational govern-

ance. Wiile this may assist NGOs

cl ear and cohesive strategies,

in forrmul ating and adhering to
also limts the ability of NGOs

to take the next step towards beconing truly sustainable organi-
zations based on a stable and active nenbership and/or constitu-

ency.

LEGAL ENVI RONMENT: 6.5

The 1 egal envi r onnent for
NGCs in Tur kneni st an is
probably the worst in the
former Soviet Union. Although
the formal |legal regine and
tax code can be construed as
being favorable for the exis-
tence of civil society groups
on paper, in reality, the law
is not inplemented at all,
and there are serious inpedi-
ments constrai ning NGO devel -
opment. NGGOs continue to be
harassed by the government
and cannot freely criticize
| ocal or nat i onal gover n-
ments. Many initiative groups
are active and continue to
operate w thout registration,
however. They do so at the
pl easure of the local or na-
tional government, and thus
their activities represent ad
hoc favoritism from individ-
ual gover nnment officials

rather than the legitimte
exercise of the right to ex-
i st.

As nentioned above, 10 or-
gani zations registered in the
past year as commer ci al
structures. As  such, t hey
gained legal status and the
right to exist, but do not
enjoy any of the privileges
that NGOs in Turkmeni stan re-
cei ve.

NGOs |ack know edge of rele-
vant legislation and their
legal rights. There are no
lawers in the country who
specialize in civil society
i ssues, though sonme consulta-
tions nmay be provided by the
Mnistry of Justice to regis-
tered NGO or by a few |aw
yers’ groups.
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Al though NGGs officially en-
joy sone tax benefits, there
have been cases when taxes on
grants were allegedly Ievied.
Taxes are used as a tool for
[imting and/or halting the
oper ati ons
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of particular organizations.
The inability to register af-
fects the NGO sector’s abil-

ORGANI ZATI ONAL CAPACI TY: 5.8

2000 NGO Sustainability Index

ity to generate incone |e-
gal ly.

Constituency building efforts
remain weak in Turknenistan.
Most often, NGOs build their
m ssion statenments and
strategies around donor or-
gani zati ons’ requirements.
Only a few organi zati ons have
menbership fees and deno-
cratic structures.

A scarcity of donors and a
lack of 1local funding inpede
the devel opnent of organiza-
tional capacity. As many do-
nors work only wth regis-
tered NGOs, unregistered ini-
tiative groups are limted in
their ability to ensure ap-

FI NANCI AL VIABILITY: 6.0

propriate staffing, manage-
ment structures, and advanced
t echni cal capacity. Only
about half of NGOs possess
t he organi zati onal nanagenent
capacity, institutional
structures, and physical and
institutional equi prrent
needed in order to operate
ef fectively.

A generalized lack of funding
encourages NGOs to seek sup-
port from volunteers. Vol un-
teerism seens to have in-
creased over the past year;
however it is still not in-
stitutionalized.

Wth the exception of quasi-
organi zations, nost NG re-
main entirely dependent upon
grants from international do-
nors. The limted availabil-
ity of grants induces a com
petitive, rather than coop-
erative, i ntra-sectoral dy-
nanic. On the positive side,
the growth of the interna-
tional donor base for Turkmnen
NG>s has the potential to in-
crease capacity wthin the
NGO sector to nmanage grant
proj ects.

Dependi ng upon the scope of
activities and mssions of
NGCs, local governments or
the business conmunity rmay
provide in-kind donations to
organi zations, such as free
rent. However, this type of
soci al partnership is not

systematic, and is suscepti-
ble to the vagaries of |ocal
political authorities and the
uni versal ly weak econony.

Despite these difficult cir-
cunst ances, some  organi za-
tions, especially outside of
the capital where donors are
not present, continue to ex-
ist wthout donor support.
This is particularly true for
organi zati ons representing
envi r onment al interests and
the interests of marginalized
groups.

NGO>s need nore training pro-
grans to develop and maintain
sound financi al mechani sns,

and they will not be able to
achi eve fi nanci al
sustainability until the reg-

istration problemis sol ved.
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ADVOCACY: 6.3

Advocacy is practically non-
exi stent in Turknmenistan, as
it can be politically and
physi cal |y dangerous to advo-
cate vigorously for changes
in the country. The ability
of Turkmen NGOs to advocate
varies by the issue, and is
practically linmted to a nar-
row range of conmunity-based
needs such as those expressed
by marginalized groups of in-
val i ds, consuner rights
groups, or water users’ asso-
ciations. The governnent tol-
erates no truly political or
| egi sl ative | obbyi ng. Even
envi ronnment al or gani zati ons,
which are the strongest in
the country, have little op-
portunity to |obby the gov-
ernment, either nationally or
locally, due to the repres-
sive attitude towards NGCs.
However , in certain cases

SERVI CE PROVI SI ON: 5. 3

when an NGO s efforts have
coincided with the govern-
ment’'s agenda — environnenta

curriculum reform and AIDS
awareness are two exanples -
joint activities have taken
pl ace.

The lack of unifying ideas
and experiences, as well as
strong competition for |im
ited donor funds, results in
the unwillingness of NGO to
create and maintain coali-
tions. A nascent association
of envi r onnent al NGOs  was
created in the sumer of 2000
with the support of the Mn-
istry of Natural Protection

It remains unclear, however,
whether it wll prove strong
and representative enough to
play an active role in pro-
noting its nmenbers’ inter-
ests.

Despite a general weakness in
constituency bui | di ng ef -
forts, NGOs in Turknenistan
have wi tnessed some inprove-
ment in service provision
over the past year. Services
provided include those to
mar gi nal i zed groups, such as
di sabl ed people. NGO services
are limted because only reg-
istered NGOs are officially
permitted to provide serv-
ices. It should be noted,
t hough, that nmany unregis-
tered NGOs provide assistance
to their constituents, f or

I NFRASTRUCTURE: 5.7

exanmple re-training services
for unenpl oyed wonen. The
governnent does not recognize
NGOs as a valuable tool in
hel ping to solve social prob-
lens in the country, and its
support is usual l'y con-
strained to a few quasi-
organi zations. Despite ongo-
ing problens, sone organiza-
tions, like the Wter Users’
Associ ation, effectively work
with |ocal conmunities to
identify their needs and pro-
vi de services accordingly.

It was noted by a sanpling of
Turkmen NGOs that there has
been sonme inprovenent over
the past year in terns of in-
frastructure. This is due to
an increase in the nunber of
Intermediary Support Organi-
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zations and NGO Support or
Resource Centers. Such cen-
ters provide invaluable sup-
port to NG and initiative
groups by sharing information
and offering training pro-
granms and technical assi s



tance. However, due to the
pr obl ens di scussed previ -
ously, they are solely de-
pendent on international do-
nors, as they are unable of
generating i ncone t hr ough
fee-for-service schenes or
from |l ocal sources. It is ex-
trenely inportant to sustain
such centers, especially be-
cause of their information

PUBLIC | MAGE: 6.2

2000 NGO Sustainability Index

di ssem nati on servi ces. No
gover nnent al organi zati ons
are willing to disclose in-
formation to NGOs. Intersec-

toral partnerships are not
sufficiently devel oped. Ex-
isting NG networks are |im
ited to information sharing
activities and are not capa-
ble of inplenmenting advocacy
canpai gns.

The public in Turknenistan
remains extrenely indiffer-
ent, but not negative, to-
wards the NGO sector. The ab-
sence of non-state nedia in
the country nmeans that nedia
coverage of NGO is linmted
to sporadic publications in
newspapers and television re-
ports, all of which reflect
the perspective of the gov-
ernment. Most of the popul a-
tion has never heard of NGOs
or has incorrect information
about them Neverthel ess, the
term*® NGO has gone from be-
ing an unknown phrase to a
term used frequently by gov-
ernment officials in newspa-
per articles and television
interviews. Wth few excep-
tions, neither the business
community nor the government

consi der non-governmental or-
gani zations as an inportant

comunity resource or a
source  of experti se. NGCs
have made Ilittle effort to

become nore transparent by
shari ng i nformation about
t hensel ves, for fear of di-
vul ging such information to
the governnent and |aw en-
forcenent authorities. Regis-
tered NGOs nust submt re-
ports to the Mnistry of Jus-
tice, a practice that appears
to be another nethod of con-
trolling NGOs in the country.
Unl ess the governnment’s nega-
tive and aggressive stance
towards NGOs changes, it is
hardly possible to anticipate
that the sector’s public im
age will inprove.
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